Lactation Newsmakers
In this issue's Lactation Newsmakers column, we have the pleasure of meeting two pioneers in mother-to-mother support of breastfeeding women, Marian Tompson and Mary Ann Kerwin. They are the two remaining of the seven founders of what started as a grassroots local group and became La Leche League International. Marian Tompson, born in Chicago, Illinois, moved to Franklin Park, Illinois, for her senior year in high school. She met her husband there, and by 1956, the year La Leche League International was founded, they had four daughters younger than 6 years. Books and reading have been a driving part of her life since high school graduation, and she carries a thirst for knowledge with her to this day. She became the first and only president of La Leche League, and for 24 years in that position, she served as its official ambassador. The former LLL News she started in 1958 became the glossy magazine New Beginnings. She is active on the executive board of La Leche League International and has served in other capacities, including as a member of the International Advisory Council for the World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action (WABA).
Mary Ann Kerwin moved to the Chicago, Illinois, area as a child. She graduated from Barat College, Lake Forest, Illinois, in 1953 with a BA in English literature and a minor in education. She did some teaching and later worked as a travel agent. She married in December 1954, and her first child was born in November 1955. Eight more children followed in the next 15 years. Mary Ann moved to Colorado in 1960 when she was 6 months pregnant with her third child. Within a month, the first La Leche League meeting in Colorado was held. She served as an active member of the board of directors for 45 years, including 3 years as chairman of the board. In 1986, Mary Ann earned a JD from the University of Denver College of Law and practiced family law and general litigation until her retirement. She served as an expert witness in cases involving breastfeeding issues. You will learn much more about the lives of each of these remarkable women during our interview below.
Interview (This is a verbatim interview. KM = Kathleen Marinelli; MT = Marian Tompson; MK = Mary Ann Kerwin) KM: Hello, ladies! This is an honor and a pleasure to be speaking with you today. So, let's get right to it! How did you get started on the path to La Leche League? MT: I don't know if La Leche would have ever gotten started if Mary White [another La Leche founder] and I had not been at a church picnic together back in 1956 with our families. Mary had six children, I had four children, and for each of us that included a nursing baby. Women that we knew from church but didn't know if they breastfed or bottle fed, because women didn't really get together in those days to talk, came up to us and told us how they had really wanted to breastfeed their babies, but they didn't get the help they needed and because of that, they put their babies on the bottle. This was a surprise to me, and it upset me because I had gone through the same thing with my first three children. I had three different doctors for those first three children. None of them knew anything about breastfeeding. And all of them managed to convince me to stop breastfeeding by the time the baby was 6 months old. It upset me to know that other women were going through this, too. That was a revelation. I had no idea any other woman had wanted to breastfeed and not had the help she needed. The next day I went to Mary White and said, "Mary, I want to do something about this! I want to help the mothers in our town who want to breastfeed, but I don't know what or how to do it, but would you like to help me?" And she right away said, "Absolutely!" and she called her sister-in-law, Mary Ann Kerwin, to ask if she wanted to help. Mary Ann immediately agreed. I called Edwina Froehlich, who was the only other person I knew who had breastfed in town, and she agreed. And then it just happened. Each person asked someone else, and within about a week we had seven founders, all breastfeeding mothers, coming together, to figure out what to do (Figure 1 ). But before we go any further, I do want to say La Leche wouldn't have been the success it is today or any day without not only the seven founders-for all of us, it has become a lifetime commitment-but Dr. [Greg] White and Dr.
[Herbert] Ratner, the two doctors, who, from the beginning, were there. Dr. White was married to Mary White. Dr. Ratner was his mentor and the health director of Oak Park [Illinois, USA], and they were there if we had any questions, at any time. They were there to read any of our written materials to make sure we hadn't said something unscientific, and in Dr. White's case, for years, he left himself open to receiving phone calls from women all over the world who mainly had been told to stop breastfeeding by their doctors and needed another doctor to say it was okay to keep breastfeeding their babies. And then I wouldn't want to ignore our husbands, who . . . were there to support and enabled us to do what we did. So, before we ever got to all the La Leche leaders who still all over the world are helping mothers, I/we wanted to acknowledge the people who were there from the beginning. MK: And I agree completely, of course! I had the good fortune, unlike the other founders, of having Dr. Italian grandmother had a lot to do with helping my mother, because at that time and later when I was having my children, the baby books said it didn't matter if you breastfed or bottle fed, formula fed, they were both the same. And I was born-this was 1929-when mothers were told to pick up their babies only every 4 hours to feed them. I know mothers would stand at the bed of their baby, watching the clock, the baby crying, the mother crying. My grandmother said to my mother, "Babies should not be left to cry. Ever." And so my mother picked me up and carried me. And that may be why I slept with my parents for the 1st year of life, too, which was something my mother didn't tell me until I was about 50 years old. I know that's because in those days you were told you were doing some psychological damage to your child by bringing them into the marriage bed. Really terrible! KM: Did you bring your children into your bed? MT: My children as babies either stayed in the bed with us or in the crib right next to the bed. When they left that bed, they went into a bed with another child, so slept with older children eventually, so they weren't left in a room alone, ever. MK: Marian's description of 1929 is exactly what my mother coped with and, unfortunately, she did not overcome the 4-hour schedule. Mothers were made to feel they could not start a minute before the 4 hours was up. She did it for a few months and just gave up. I salute Marian's mother for succeeding, but that was why my mother was so strongly supportive of me, because she wished she had breastfed the next three children. Our first baby nursed for 1 hour every time when he finally latched on. He would just stay with it. We had him in a little basket next to our bed, and once in the night, he would wake and eat again. But because he nursed so long, I didn't have to bring him into bed with us. Along the way, I had nine children. One was a victim of SIDS, which was very hard to accept because I thought breastfeeding made him totally immune to everything. . . . Some of the babies slept with us, some didn't-it just depended-but we always kept them near us for those early months. MT: I wanted to mention why I had problems with the first three children even though my mother breastfed me. My mother was a great believer in education. She thought that since the doctors had been so well educated, I should follow what the doctors said because they must know what they were talking about! That is why with those children, I would try to nurse them sitting in a chair at night. I was frightened I would fall asleep, and the baby would roll off my lap! That was always the concern, but the doctors would always tell you to never take a baby in bed with you. KM: That was the advice back then? MK: Oh, yes! But a lot of us did it anyway when we had to. Just because you know we couldn't be up and down. My second baby, he breastfed for maybe 10 minutes or so, then he was up again, and I couldn't keep getting up at night to do that, so I took him in bed. KM: How did you come up with the name "La Leche League"? MT: Well, in the beginning, we were not thinking we were starting an organization. We just thought we were there for the women in our community. After the first meeting, there were like 20 women at the door for the second meeting, women that we didn't even know. We got to the point where we realized a lot of women really should know about this, and we would put a little notice in the paper. But you couldn't put a notice in the paper with the word breast in it in those days. That was so shocking! It was Dr. White who had a patient who told him about this statue in Florida, Our Lady of La Leche, which in its entire title was "Our Lady of Happy Deliveries and Plentiful Milk." The La Leche was the milk. It was of Mary breastfeeding the Christ Child. Because we didn't think we were going to be selling our name or explaining it to anybody, we used La Leche to identify our organization. KM: How long after the first meeting were you placing these notices in the paper? MK: First, I would say you couldn't use breast so you couldn't say breastfeeding, as Marian said. And we thought of "Nursing Mothers Anonymous" or something, but that would have been confused with nurses. We really had a hard time finding a name until Dr. White came up with this. MT: It just kept getting larger with each meeting. What surprised us most of all was before we were a year old, three women who had been coming to our meeting from Chicago asked us what they could do to start a group in Chicago for the women in their community (Figure 2 ). This opened a whole new thinking process. How do we accredit women? What do they have to know to be La Leche League and what do we call them? We went through big discussions and came up with leader because they would lead the meeting. We didn't want to use counselor. That was our 1st year. We didn't come out with our first [edition of the] Womanly Art of Breastfeeding until our 2nd year.
[It] was 33 pages and we put it together, which we felt contained the meeting information. Once that came out, we could ask women who wanted to be leaders if they read the book and if they agreed with it. If they said yes, then they became a leader. It's become much more difficult and complicated, with good reason, since that time. We were totally unprepared for the idea of other women, besides the seven of us, leading meetings. MK: In those days, people rarely used the telephone, except for emergencies. All these people that heard about us would write to us; we all ended up writing letters. We were getting tired of writing these long We had no idea we were starting a massive organization!! I do have to say that when writing those letters, I often felt guilty because I was putting off letters to relatives. MK: Me, too. We were all making them a priority because we felt so strongly. We were all so grateful that we had been helped and so we wanted to help others. MT: I started a newsletter 2 years later to keep women informed who didn't have a group to go to. In that letter, I'd say what we used to tell women at the meeting: Give us a phone call any time of the day or night if you have a problem. We meant that! People . . . couldn't believe that we would be open to getting a phone call in the middle of the night. As mothers, we knew what it meant wondering if your milk was good enough, or if you had enough milk, or why is your baby crying because your baby books all said if you fed the baby, changed the diaper, and put the baby in the bed they are supposed to sleep for the next 4 hours! And one time, I was invited to Harvard to speak to the department of psychiatry. This was early on because they gave me $50 honorarium for going there and paid my way. And I'm sitting there with this whole room of psychiatrists telling them about La Leche. I told them we encourage mothers to call us any time of the day or night, and many of us had gotten calls in the middle of the night. One psychiatrist stood up and said, "I care about my patients, but I am not going to let any of them call me in the middle of the night!" But then he said, "But I know. With housewives, life is so boring that you are thrilled to hear from somebody in the middle of the night!" MK: During the early years, our growth was comparatively slow. During the '60s, the percentage of babies born in the hospital, who had been breastfed at least once, was about 20 [%] . And then came the '70s, and that was this "back to earth" movement-you know, the hippies. That is when we grew so fast. We were getting like seven new leaders a week. All sorts of women applied to become leaders. And the numbers of breastfeeding mothers increased dramatically during that decade and went up to 60%, I believe. . . . MT: Another thing that I think helped in the '70s is that a La Leche League leader came to me and said she had heard that doctors could get continuing medical education credits if they went to workshops. She said, "Why doesn't the La Leche League do something on breastfeeding?" So, I got together an advisory group of doctors and we put together a program. It was only for half a day because everybody said a doctor will never take off more than half a day. And we had it in Evanston Hospital, right next to Northwestern University. We got this audit group from the AMA that came to watch it, and it was a terrific program. When I asked . . . [if] we could get accredited, the one thing that held them back was the fact that we were volunteers. They said, "You know, you really can't depend on volunteers." And I told them . . . you can if they are La Leche. . . . They said, "Even if we don't accredit you, please continue to give these programs because there is no place else in the United States that a doctor can get that information." They gave us temporary accreditation for a couple of years and then gave us full accreditation. We ended up working hand-in-hand with all the major medical organizations in putting those on from 1973 until a few years ago. I wanted to add that we would not have the credibility we got pretty quickly had it not been for the doctors mentioned, Dr. Greg White and Dr. Herb Ratner. And soon thereafter, we organized-and they really had a big hand in it-a professional advisory board. They gave us the seal of approval. That helped tremendously. KM: When did La Leche League become international? MT: Canada was the first group outside the United States.
Most groups outside the U.S. in the early years were from Americans who moved to those countries-either their husbands were in the army or there for business. Then, we started to have groups of mothers who were nationals in those countries start a group. MK: New Zealand was early, Great Britain. KM: It sounds like English-speaking countries at the beginning? MK: Yes, I would say that. MT: At the beginning, but not later. I remember I was in Switzerland and someone invited me to the first meeting in Basel. I took a train to it. What was interesting to me, I didn't understand the language at all, but I knew everything she was saying. Which, by the way she was saying it, and the way she used her hands and her arms, I just thought that was fascinating to see how that translated even though it was a different language. because of leaders seeing a need and asking us to do it. With the conference, they wanted to be able to ask questions of these people who were saying things that were so radical at the time and get more information. We put together that first meeting at the Knickerbocker Hotel in Chicago, which is not even there anymore. We had no idea how many people were going to come. We thought 100. Well, it turned out we had 425 women from all over! And this was a time when women really didn't travel alone that much. The people who traveled were business people most of the time, not just regular everyday people getting on a train, usually with a baby, and going to a conference. KM: This is fascinating. MT: I used to be invited in Chicago to talk to medical students at the hospital, the residents and interns, and I would tell them, do you realize what the effect is on a woman when you tell her that she isn't capable of nursing her baby? I said, how would you like it if you got married and you were talking to your friend and said, "We really want to have a family. We really want children." And they said, "Oh, that's a great idea but you shouldn't be the dad. Because I don't think your sperm is going to have the right quality for a baby. What would that do to you?" They had no idea this is what they were doing to women when they said things like that to them. KM: I applaud you for speaking up. MT: You know, another benefit of breastfeeding with support, which makes all the difference in the world that we didn't realize, was how it was going to empower women in having confidence in themselves and how it would change their lives. In many situations, successfully breastfeeding allowed women in their marriages to start asking questions and standing up for their rights. And talking back to doctors and asking questions, where before, you were just expected to do what they said. So, this was the benefit that we didn't even realize that was going to come out of women being supported in their choice to breastfeed. KM: What do you think was the hardest challenge you faced as you have taken this journey together over your lifetimes? MK: I think today is extremely hard because you get so much blow-back from Facebook and the media . . . everything we say can be questioned by someone. And I think that's very hard. MT: Well, that is certainly true. It is amazing to me that we have had a couple of books come out recently from women. The books have gotten enormous publicity and they are terrible. What they say about breastfeeding is wrong. One of them Slate.com gave a terrific review of, and in it, she tried to destroy me for starting Another Look, an organization that looked into breastfeeding and HIV-AIDS. And everything she said, she was wrong. We wrote to Slate.com and they would not budge at all. It was like they couldn't understand what we were saying. You know, when we give them proof, people are so polarized now that they can neither hear something that is on the other side or see it. So that creates a real problem. I mean, it's all the thousands of studies that are out there. Good studies. We don't take junky studies but good studies. There are people still totally blind to them. They just don't accept them as being true; they write letters and if they've got a good PR person, as this particular lady did, you are in everything from USA Today to Slate.com. But they get a lot of publicity and there is nobody to take your side. MK: Yes, that is what is so hard today. People can build up a whole story that is not true, it can circulate among thousands and thousands, and that is very, very hard to combat. In the old days, we had Princess Grace who was our honorary president, and she gave us a lot of clout, just by letting us use her name. She died prematurely, but she had given us so much authority. Today, it is so much harder to get any one person who can combat anything that is thrown out that is totally wrong or totally irrelevant. MT: When you asked the question, Kathie, I was also thinking what was personally difficult. For me, it was having to leave my family and travel. I really am happiest when I am in the bosom of my family. When I traveled, they all knew that I wouldn't travel if they were upset about it, if there was something going on that they didn't want me to leave. want to say what a joy La Leche League has brought into our lives because of the people it has brought into our lives. And being of service to others is just a wonderful thing to do, and a good and happy feeling when you are able to help somebody else out. MK: Yes, and anything I ever did to help others has been returned a thousand-fold over and over again. We have been very fortunate. KM: It is a lovely time we have spent together. I could not have ended on a better note! Thank you to two amazing pioneers in mother-to-mother support! 
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